I dress therefore I am by Horton, Kathleen
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Horton, Kathleen (2005) I dress therefore I am. In Sites of Cosmpolitanism,
July 6-8, 2005, Brisbane, Griffith University. (Unpublished)
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/60755/
c© Copyright 2005 All Authors
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
Kathleen Horton  
I Dress Therefore I am 
Proposed Paper for Sites of Cosmpolitianism Conference, Griffith University, July 2005 
1 
This paper focuses on post-punk London street and club fashion of the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. Using the rather blunt thematic of the dichotomy between the authentic 
and the fake, part one of the paper examines some of the tensions that arose when 
hard-edged punk style was supplanted by the camp extravagances of New 
Romanticism. The second part of the paper is a brief analysis of some images of 
young people from this time taken by Derek Ridgers. It forms the beginning part of a 
research project which will examine the process by which style has become a value 
over and above that of fashion.  
 
Arising from the smouldering ashes of Punk, the New Romantic movement emerged 
in the clubs of inner London towards the end of the 1970s and early 1980s. More club 
culture than subculture the movement evolved parasitically on ‘off-nights’ in  
mainstream clubs where any thought of dancing, drinking or taking recreational drugs 
was up-staged by the imperative to be looked at. 1 Its central trope was the highly 
decorated body, achieved through the use of make-up for boys as well as girls, along 
with a wilful disregard for the sanctity of historically determined styles. Unhampered 
by commitment to ideological positions the typical New Romantic was able to indulge 
in the constant up-keep and evolution of the job of appearance.  The decorative, the 
inane and the spectacular were all combined in a dizzying succession of looks which 
owed more to a highly developed sense of B-grade costume drama than the dictates of 
either twentieth century fashion or post-war subcultural style.   If its logic was post-
modern its aesthetic sensibility was most definitely camp. Favourite looks included 
the buccaneer, medieval prince, pirate and Pierrot, dress military get-up from any era, 
                                                
1 ‘Club culture is the colloquial expression given to youth cultures for whom dance clubs and their 
eighties offshoot, raves, are symbolic axis and working social hub. The sense of place afforded by these 
events is such that regular attenders take on the name of the spaces they frequent, becoming ‘clubbers’ 
and ‘ravers’ (Thornton, 1995: 3). New Romantics were originally known as ‘Blitz Kids’ after the name 
of one of the Clubs they took over during weeknights.  
Kathleen Horton  
I Dress Therefore I am 
Proposed Paper for Sites of Cosmpolitianism Conference, Griffith University, July 2005 
2 
1950s prom queen, 1940s underground hero, 1930s glamour star, all pulled together 
with attention to futuristic asymmetric make-up styling à la 1970s Bowie. In fact any 
style which relied on satin, fake-fur, brocade, velvet and diamante for its aesthetic 
effect was duly paid homage.  Fashion’s ultimate adventure without risk, here was 
style and self-indulgence free-falling through a highly mediated and frivolous version 
of history. 
 
For many influential commentators New Romanticism represented, “a sad departure 
from the style and value of Punk” (Williams, 2004).  Writing in 1980 Peter York 
described it “as a bit feeble and silly, dated from the word go, post-punk and 
intractably post-modern” (quoted in Williams, 2004). While York was identifying 
what could just as easily resonate as virtues, his assertion that it was post-punk was 
the crucial point. Dick Hebdige’s influential study of punk published in 1979, 
Subculture: The Meaning of Style characterised Punk as a heroic subculture whose 
‘revolting style’ was an assault on “normalised forms” (Hebdige, 1979: 19). Citing 
Dada and Surrealism as aesthetic influences and Claude Levi Strauss’ concept of 
bricolage as process, punk was a form of visual street culture which made violence 
and transgression manifest. Hebdige (1979: 106) writes “Although it was often 
directly offensive (T-shirts covered in swear words) and threatening (terrorist guerrilla 
outfits) punk style was defined principally through the use of its ‘cut-ups’”.  
According to Hebdige, punk’s assault through style was achieved by contextualising 
the sordid, the illicit, and the kitsch into the realm of the decorated body. Its effect 
was strictly due to the extent to which it turned the process of dressing into a 
formidable assemblage of aggressive and ‘unnatural’ signs. However, while the play 
of the inauthentic is at the core of Punk, Hebdige’s stake in analysing it is not to 
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admire it as superficial style, but to understand it as a “genuinely expressive artifice” , 
capable of violating the social order (Hebdige, 1979: 19).  
 
Like Punk, New Romanticism was a spectacular and ironic blend of music and 
alternative fashion styling, but in drawing delineation between the two a whole 
succession of oppositions in subcultural style can be articulated.  If punk had drawn 
on avant-garde modernist art practice to fuel its aesthetics of appropriation and 
bricolage, New Romanticism drew on a compendium of popular culture ranging from 
Hollywood to National Geographic in the manner of post-modern pastiche. If the 
aesthetics of punk culture included transgressing the physical boundaries of the body 
in socially unacceptable, violating and permanent manners, (piercings, tatooings and 
the like), transformation of the New Romantic body was decidedly transitory, 
harmless and located on the surface. If punks appropriated such culturally laden 
symbols such as the swastika in order to provoke hatred (or at the very least parody 
the whole concept of hatred), New Romantics merely appropriated the trappings of 
camp glamour which would allow for them only to be despised. While Punk was seen 
to represent heartfelt political alienation on the state of being young in Britain in the 
1970s New Romanticism was seen to be indulging in pointless escapism. And if the 
theatre of Punk was played out in the egalitarian space of the street, New 
Romanticism was firmly located behind well policed doors in the tyrannical space of 
the club. All of these oppositions reinforce a reading of punk as an authentic 
subcultural movement and New Romanticism as a decorative and superficial off-
shoot.  
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But perhaps most crucial to the oppositional delineation of Punk and New 
Romanticism was their perceived relationship to the worlds of media and commerce.  
Circulating with a fashionable momentum, all spectacular subcultures rely on a 
commercial infrastructure, however, the “idea that authentic culture is outside media 
and commerce is a resilient one” (Thornton, 1995: 116). Hebdige suggested that the 
media enjoyed a predatory and paternalistic relationship with punk, whether 
celebrating it in the fashion pages or denigrating it in the editorials its mandate was 
always to bring it back into mainstream culture (1979, 92-94).2 In terms of 
consumption Hebdige’s argument is more complex. While he acknowledged that 
Punk was a culture of consumption he tended to emphasise both the DIY mentality of 
punk (it’s not what you buy, but how you customise it) and conflated the strategic use 
of the found object with a literal refusal of consumerism. And in a more subtle 
manoeuvre Hebdige located the ‘transformation of the object’ within the discourse of 
art. So while the process of taking the functional (the safety pin) and pressing it into 
the service of the decorative (jewellery) is a distinctive feature of fashionable process 
Hebdige always stressed that such moves were ‘anti-fashion’. Hebdige declares his 
position explicitly when he argues that “the style no doubt made sense for the first 
wave of self-conscious innovators at a level that remained inaccessible to those who 
became punks after the subculture had surfaced and been publicised” (Hebdige, 1979: 
122).   
 
If Hebdige’s articulation of punk relied on allusions to subterranean sites both anterior 
to and autonomous from the pervasion of the media and commerce, the very opposite 
effect could be said of the New Romantics. Certainly by the time it emerged even the 
                                                
2 Hebdige fails to acknowledge that academic discourse would logically serve a similar purpose.  
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media’s role in highlighting, naming, and informing on the subject of subcultures had 
become self-referential. As Polhemus notes, by “the early 1980s the London Evening 
Standard was running a ‘Cult of the Week feature, complete with identifying 
cartoon”. In fact uneasiness about the fact that the media touted New Romanticism as 
“The Next Big Thing” even prior to it having a serviceable name tag leads Polhemus 
to suggest therefore that perhaps New Romanticism was merely media-hype 
(1996:56). Either way, in this case it hardly matters. Far from hankering after the 
ideals of a world free of commercialisation and mass-media New Romantics 
recognised that they possessed what Sarah Thornton in 1995 would identify as 
subcultural capital, and, more importantly that this subcultural capital could be 
transformed into economic capital.3  It was in this context that self-ordained arbiter of 
cool, Steve Strange could move from doorman at Blitz to front man of a band and Boy 
George could seem to will his way to international stardom due to the sheer 
conviction of his desire to dress up.  And underpinning all this celebrity sleight of 
hand was the ultimate collusion of the worlds of media, commerce and spectacular 
subculture, the newly emerging style journal.4  
 
But, as even a cursory survey of either i-D or The Face from the early eighties 
reveals, New Romanticism never really did supplant the style or value of punk. It rose 
and fell within the space of around eighteen months and in its wake left a succession 
of post-punk styles. That is to say it simply proved the beginning of a splintering of 
punk’s bricolage aesthetic into an ever increasing diversity of inauthentic takes on the 
                                                
3 Thornton (1995, 11-14) identifies subcultural capital as the attribute of ‘hipness’ or ‘cool’ which can 
be utilised in professions such as DJs, club organisers, clothes designers, music and style journalists 
etc.  
4 Undeniably, the nineteen-eighties most highly sought after cachet of the new, magazines such as i-D 
and The Face were coincidental and crucial to the development of a culture industry predicated on a 
constantly evolving, shifting and diversifying sense of style. 
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self, style and identity which have characterised subcultural style since the early 
eighties. And, in so far as ahistorical, mix and match irreverence is deemed to be 
endemic not only in contemporary subcultural style,  but similarly in all contemporary 
approaches to dressing the fashionable body, punk’s authority and originality is 
cemented through the effect of influence.  So punk is positioned somewhat 
paradoxically as the authentic origin of a process which celebrates artifice.  This is re-
enforced by the fact that the transition from punk to New Romanticism marks a 
rupture in academic discourse.  Punk was to be the last spectacular subculture to be 
formulated along the heroic and essentialist lines of a culture of resistance.  And in its 
acting out of the collapse between the authentic and the superficial the moment of 
New Romanticism registers as a curious paradigm of all that is good, bad or 
ambiguous about Frederic Jameson’s (1984) classic conception of post-modern 
cultural formations. Namely, that they exhibit a fascination with surface decoration, a 
facility with pastiche and a contrived carelessness of historical time.  
 
Part Two. 
If one defining feature of postmodernism is “the transformation of reality into 
images” ( Jameson in Muggleton, 2000: 35) it is appropriate therefore that the history 
of this time should be left to the work of a photographer.  Published in 2004, When we 
were young is a collection of Club and Street Portraits taken between 1978 -1987 by 
photographer, Derek Ridgers.5 In terms of subcultural style the collection includes 
images of Punks, Skinheads, New Romantics, early Goths, and a range of other 
‘looks’ which seem to wittingly blur these categories. And while the images are 
                                                
5 Ridgers’ monograph is neatly nestled between original publication of Hebdige’s Subculture: The 
Meaning of Style and the next major study of British youth culture, Sarah Thornton’s Club Cultures: 
Music, Media and Subcultural Capital, which while published in 1995 covers British Acid House 
Culture from 1988.   
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portraits (for the most part of singular subjects) Ridgers draws on a diverse range of 
approaches, both professional and amateur. Renaissance painting, early twentieth 
century documentary,  1950s fashion photography,  the party shot, the Hollywood star 
shot all provide viable representational schemas. 
 
Viewed as a collection it would seem that Ridgers intentions are semi-
anthropological. While the scope of his project is far less grand there is something of 
Sander’s Man of the Twentieth Century at work.  Taking spectacular London 
subculture as his subject, Ridgers ostensibly photographed not so much who he saw, 
but what he saw, and the notion of impartial observation in the manner of scientific 
objectivity is paramount. Catalogued with a name sometimes, a date and a place, the 
images are a form of mobile record taking, a history of the path of the photographer. 
But strangely the process of cataloguing in this manner something as nebulous as 
subcultural style highlights its pointlessness. Covering as they do the stylistic 
dispersion and integration of Punk, New Romanticism and various other subcultural 
styles the images themselves register the effects of style becoming unhinged from a 
modernist progression of time. For example, the photographs of the skinheads 
included in the collection all date from the early 1980s, and according to Ridgers 
(2004) he photographed them precisely because at the time he could not understand 
how a subcultural movement could ‘spontaneously’ reinvent itself. Similarly the 
punks are dubiously situated, either impervious to the passing effects of time or 
adhering to a look which has become a normalised form! So while the cataloguing 
provides an anchor of sorts to both a time and a place and thus authenticates the 
images, it simultaneously signals the end of style or fashion being an authentic 
indicator of  time.  
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Cataloguing was not the only means by which Ridgers tried to situate his subjects. In 
taking his camera to his subjects and photographing them in situ, Ridgers was 
following the tradition of early modernist portrait photographers, who developed a 
process of ‘at home’ photography. As opposed to the false environment of the studio, 
photographing the subject in the context of their own surroundings was seen to be a 
more realistic mode of representation and thus bestowed on the photograph a truth 
value. But the device of ‘at-homeness’ does not simply provide the subject with a 
logical context it also serves a crucial existential function, namely that we cannot 
dissociate ‘being’ from ‘being situated’.  For his part, Ridgers finds his subjects to be 
‘at-home’ in liminal city spaces,  in front of badly rendered cement walls, just outside  
nightclubs, near doorways, going in or coming out.  Not only do such spaces work 
metonymically to imply places that are always a little out of our grasp, but they also 
place the photographer at the threshold. Not an insider, but not an outsider either.  
 
The subjects include the gentle skinhead Bonner, Kings Road 1982 who offsets his 
angst with a paisley cravat; George O Dowd, Wardour Street 1981 a celebrity in the 
making, veiled and bejewelled but revealing a pair of very ordinary looking hands; 
Therese Thurmer, Hell 1980  & Therese Thurmer, Blitz 1980, the picture of camp 
loveliness and whose pleasure at being photographed is palpable; Chris, Kings Road 
1982 who, with a combination of amateur and professional tattoos and a look of 
aggressive disinterestedness seems to get it just right; Jock and Friend Mayfair 1983 
matching his and hers standard punk: ripped jeans, customised t-shirt, studded leather 
jacket, Mohawk, leopardskin and fishnets, dated not so much by what they are 
wearing but by the enormous ghetto blaster (proving that technology is far more 
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consistent with the dictums of constant innovation than is fashion); Helena, Kings 
Road, 1982 & Claire, Kings Road 1981 who seem to merge post-punk eclecticism 
into an expression of inscrutable Renaissance beauty; Stacy & Katy, Kings Road 1981 
enacting working class British austerity just for fun; Crystale, Skin Two, 1983 whose 
minimal drag would undoubtedly prove inspirational for designer, Jean-Paul Gaultier; 
Tuinol Barry, Kings Road 1983, whose forehead reads: “we are the flowers in your 
dustbin”; Susie, Kings Road 1982, 1950s sweater girl taken to its illogical conclusion 
teetering against a wall as though breathing was an unnecessary evil . 
 
If the process of photography implies a compulsion to record it also implies a desire 
to see. In its turn, spectacular subcultural style implies not only a desire to stand out, 
but a desire to be apprehended. Despite Ridgers documentary stance, the sense of 
these images is far more intimate than objective, they strike an air of complicity.  
Within the scope of complicity arise looks of seduction, indifference, aggression, 
nonchalance and intensity. In all cases one gets the impression that these looks are 
well practiced before the moment of the photograph. The fact then that New 
Romanticism was considered a form of posing is crucial. Posing is relevant in its dual 
sense here, both as the formal arrangement of the body into a conventional 
configuration as well as the affectation of manners or deliberate pretence. Despite the 
random and opportunistic manner in which these images were taken there is nothing 
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Where would we be without clothing? The answer, at least according to 
anthropologists is that we would not be at all. However fashionable clothing is 
routinely thought of as superfluous to a notion of self. What is real and what is fake, 
what pertains to ‘being’ or that of mere appearance is always up for grabs in fashion. 
Transgressions and explorations of these dichotomies register across the field of 
embodied experience and mediated representations of fashion. The post-punk period 
of London street and club fashion thrived on the tensions between the authentic and 
the fake, the beautiful and the ugly, the extravagant and the austere. Doing in effect 
what fashion has always done, except perhaps more explicitly.  
 
But post-punk fashion from this era does not only play with fashion’s traditional 
dichotomies, it also brings an ironic sense of the mediated self into focus. Blending 
not only decades but centuries their eclectic mix highlights the fact that while dressing 
is a personal act we all rely on images (or on a series of ‘looks) in order to see 
ourselves. Whether taking authentic punk aggression, high Hollywood camp or 
Renaissance beauty as their model, it is as though they are not so much trying to 
fashion themselves into spectacular and unique beings but trying forever to 
approximate a highly theatrical notion of the self.  None-the less all style however 
mediated  needs to be embodied and so it is in the embodiment of these ‘looks’ that 
originality seeps out, not so much through cause but by accident.  It is in the slippages 
between subcultural styles, between historical periods, between the body and the 
image that the self emerges. To this extent post-punk subcultural style bears witness 
to the role of clothing in displaying what we are, what we aren’t, what we would like 
to be, and what we ironically know that that we could never be. 
 
Kathleen Horton  
I Dress Therefore I am 




Hebdige, D. 1979. Subculture : the meaning of style. London New York: Routledge.  
Muggleton, D. 2000. Inside subculture : the postmodern meaning of style. Oxford: 
Berg.  
Polhemus, T. 1996 Style Surfing: what to wear in the 3rd millennium. London: 
Thames and Hudson. 
Thornton, S. 1995. Club cultures : music, media and subcultural capital. Oxford, 
England: Polity Press.  
Williams, V. 2004. When we were young Derek Ridgers: Club and Street Portraits 
1978-1987. London: photoworks.  
 
